Arlington Finance Committee Recommendation 
Minuteman Building Project 
Article 6 Special Town Meeting 

The Town of Arlington has been a member of Minuteman Regional Vocational Technical School 
District since the mid 1970’s. Most people consider it a valuable part of the educational mix offered to 
our students. However, since the mid 1980's, it has struggled to fill its building, which was constructed 
for over 1,000 students. When the “choice” program became available, it was able to bring in large 
numbers of students, but revenue was only $5,000 per student compared to costs over $ 15,000 per 
student at the time. That program was discontinued by the district in the late 1990’s. The other option 
to attract out of district students was Chapter 74, which allowed students from out of district whose 
home town did not offer the program they wanted to leave their own district and attend schools like 
Minuteman. This program provided a reasonable amount of tuition revenue to support the programs, 
and enrollments averaged 747 students over the last. 15 years (see page 4). 

In 2010, when the school was planning a major renovation or rebuild, the District School Committee 
decided to look at several options, including a significant downsizing of the building capacity. One of 
the major reasons for this involved the protests from many member towns that the members will pay for 
the new building while the out of district students’ sending municipalities would pay none of the capital 
costs. Because of these local concerns, the Superintendent worked to have the Commissioner of the 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education adopt a policy whereby non member towns would 
pay their share of capital construction costs. To be safe, the District School Committee decided to 
downsize the new building to a capacity of 628 students. It could not be downsized much further, 
because the Massachusetts School Building Authority (MSBA) would not fund a vocational school 
building for less than 600 students. 

Unfortunately, the Commissioner of the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education also issued 
another regulation during the last year, that 9* graders could not attend an out of district school if their 
own school or a district to which they belonged offered an exploratory program with at least 5 
vocational options. This will deal a significant blow to Minuteman’s out of district student population, 
and the significant increase in out of district tuition (from the new capital costs) could lower those 
numbers even more as cities and towns try to dissuade their students from going to Minuteman. Thus, to 
a large degree Minuteman will have to depend on students from its own district which, will soon be 
reduced from 16 towns to 10. Fortunately, virtually all of the leaving towns send very few students. 

So how does the new Minuteman make up for these lost students. Their response, which the Minuteman 
Superintendent will discuss at Town Meeting, is threefold: 1. They are rolling out a new recruiting 
strategy to convince parents and students that their new and existing technical programs are a perfect 
stepping stone for students seeking to go on to study science and technology at the college level. They 
would also be able to go directly to a well paying job to help pay those college costs. 2. The new 
building is constructed for programs that the current building simply cannot provide adequately. 3. A 
new modem up-to-date building will attract many new students and parents turned off by the old 1970’s 
style school, which we agree has many problems. Whether these will be sufficient to fill the building is 
the great unknown of this complex issue. 
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But the risks mentioned above are not the only ones to consider. If this project is turned down by its 
members, there is a significant possibility that the MSBA, which is funding approximately $44 million 
of this $144 million dollar project, will walk away and shift that funding to other facilities. If that 
happens, the 10 towns in the district will be saddled with the cost of renovating a largely obsolete 
building. How much will this cost? The Minuteman building committee estimates that it will cost 
approximately $100 million to renovate the building, fix systems and roofs that need work and bring the 
building up to current building codes. They argue that when done, the district will still have an obsolete 
building for modem programs. Our representative on the committee argued that alternatives were not 
investigated and that the committee was pushing for a new building from the start. The rest of the 
committee disagrees. Is there a cheaper renovation alternative? We don’t know, but a 40 year old 
school building takes a lot of abuse, and the roof alone needs replacement very soon. We are facing the 
same issues with Arlington High School. 

The Finance Committee is recommending that we endorse the project as proposed by Minuteman, 
because the risks of not proceeding outweigh the risks of stopping the project and starting all over again. 
We do not know if there is a cheaper renovation alternative. Renovating a building while students 
attend classes is rarely a good thing to do. We do not know what the MSBA will do, but if the project is 
rejected the chances are that we will have to start the process all over again. Meanwhile, the Minuteman 
district will have to recruit students to an old building, and manage without the vast majority of its out of 
district students. It could put the district into a financial tail spin. In a worst case scenario, for most of 
the other towns in the district, the dissolution of Minuteman would not be an overwhelming issue. They 
could find alternatives for their one to forty students without a huge problem. Arlington with its 140 
students would face a far more serious challenge. 

The vote that we are recommending to you is contingent on a debt exclusion scheduled for June 14^^. 

The operating budget cannot absorb the impact of this substantial project. On pages 5 and 6 of this 
handout, spreadsheets demonstrate the impact on the taxpayer. It ranges ftora $75 per year for a median 
single family house if the school maintains 170 out of district students to $103 if all of the students are 
from the district and Arlington sends 34% of the students. The numbers will be higher if we send a 
higher percent and lower with a lower percent. The financial impact described above would have been 
even greater if the regional agreement had not been amended earlier this year. One of the core changes 
included in the new regional agreement was a capital allocation formula that benefited Arlington. 

Let me end with a story about what happened to the Arlington High School renovation in the 1970s. 

The original proposal involved the replacement of several older structures with new construction so the 
buildings could tie together well. It also involved the creation of a field house and swimming pool for 
the school. The State would have paid over 60%. Twice citizens took the proposal to referendum to 
block it. Both times the building project was defeated. The school committee went back to the drawing 
board and 2 years later came back with a renovation only proposal which finally passed without being 
blocked by referendum. State reimbursement had dropped, inflation had raised the cost, and we ended 
up with the current high school with all of its problems for a higher cost to the taxpayer. I can’t say that 
will happen here, but I think it is a significant possibility. 

The recommended vote of the Finance Committee is on the following page. 

Allan Tosti 

Chair, Arlington Finance Committee 
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The recommended vote (10-8) of the Finance Committee is as follows: 


VOTED: That the Town hereby approves the $144,922,478 borrowing authorized by the 

Minuteman Regional Vocational Technical School District (the “District”) on March 15, 2016, for 
the purpose of paying costs of designing, constructing and originally equipping a new district 
school to be located at 758 Marrett Road, Lexington, Massachusetts, including the payment of all 
costs incidental or related thereto (the “Project”), which school facility shall have an anticipated 
useful life as an educational facility for the instruction of school children of at least 50 years, and 
for which the District may be eligible for a school construction grant from the Massachusetts 
School Building Authority (“MSBA”), said amount to be expended at the direction of the School 
Building Committee; that the Town acknowledges that the MSBA’s grant program is a non¬ 
entitlement, discretionary program based on need, as determined by the MSBA, and any Project 
costs the District incurs in excess of any grant approved by and received from the MSBA shall be 
the sole responsibility of the District and its member municipalities; that any grant that District 
may receive from the MSBA for the Project shall not exceed the lesser of (i) forty-four and 
seventy-five hundredths percent (44.75%) of eligible, approved project costs, as determined by the 
MSBA, or (ii) the total maximum grant amount determined by the MSBA; and that the amount of 
borrowing authorized by the District shall be reduced by any grant amount set forth in the Project 
Funding Agreement that may be executed between the District and the MSBA. This approval 
shall be conditioned upon a successful vote of the Town to exempt its allocable share of debt 
service on this project from the limitation on total property taxes set forth in M.G.L. c. 59, s. 21C 
(also known as Proposition 2 1/2). 


3 




15 YEAR HISTORICAL ENROLLMENT - OCTOBER 1 DATA 



Minuteman High School Rev. 3/15/2016 













































































































































































































































































































































































































Mfnirteman Regional High School 
Projected FY20 Revenue Plan and Assessments 
New School Building Project 

Assumes Total Enrollment of628In-District Students - 34.3 Percent of Students from Arlington 












































































































































